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COMMITTEE SYSTEM OF THE KENTUCKY HOUSE OF
REPRESENTATIVES, 1932.
By RoT. B. STEWAnT*
To direct effectively the course of legislation through the
maze of seven hundred1 bills introduced by members of the
1932 Kentucky House of Representatives, some system of com-
mittee organization becomes indispensable. The committee sys-
tem makes possible a division of labor among the one hundred
House members in dealing with the wide range of subject mat-
ter contained in the above measures. It is designed primarily to
expedite legislation by weeding out non-essential bills and elimi-
nating the necessity for detailed consideration by the entire
body. The committee system, in fact, has become an outstanding
feature of American legislative organization. Without such or-
ganization an entire legislative session might easily be spent in
considering the merits of a relatively few measures.
The committee is, in a very real sense, a miniature third
house through which each bill must pass before it can be con-
sidered by the House proper. Although of unquestionable
value in theory, the committee system may impede rather than
expedite the routine of legislation. Undoubtedly it provides
opportunities for political maneuvering and shifting of responsi-
bility. This criticism is particularly applicable to the Kentucky
House of Representatives with its seventy-five committees com-
posed of nine to twenty-six members each.
With this unusually large number of committees, the ne-
cessity for each member serving on nine or ten becomes un-
avoidable. From this condition many conflicts in the schedule
of committee meetings are likely to arise. The seriousness of
these conflicts is aggravated by the probability that a few mem-
bers will constitute the directing force of the entire organization.
It is diminished, on the other hand, by the fact that most of the
*Department of Political Science, University of Kentucky; A. B.
and M. A., University of Kentucky. "Impeachments in Kentucky,"
University of Kentucky Extension Series, October, 1930; "Shipping
Costs in Kentucky," The Kentucky City, April, 1932; "Beginning of
County Budgeting in Kentucky," National Municipal Review, May,
1933.
'This number does not include the primary road bills of the
House nor any of the Senate bills.
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work is handled by relatively few committees so that the total
number of meetings as well as the number of conflicts is con-
siderably lessened.
Immediately upon introduction each bill is referred by the
Speaker to the "appropriate committee" of the House. On the
basis of 688 bills introduced, each committee should have re-
ceived for consideration approximately nine bills. While con-
siderable deviations from this average are to be expected, the
wide variations in committee assignments prevalent in the 1932
session of the Kentucky House of Representatives are totally
unwarranted. The inequalities in committee work are demon-
strated in the accompanying table.
Fourteen of the seventy-five committees, it will be noted,
TABLE I
NUMBER OF BILLS REFERRED TO COMMITTEES OF THE 1932
HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES OF KENTUCKY
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had no bills at all referred to them; eight committees had only
one each and nine committees two each. This group of thirty-
one committees, constituting 41 per cent of the total, therefore,
received less than 4 per cent of the bills; 57 per cent of the
committees received only 10 per cent of the bills; and 72 per
cent of the committees received but 20 per cent of the bills.
On the other extreme one committee, Kentucky Statutes
Number 2, received eighty-one bills; Kentucky Statutes Number
1 and the Rules Committee received seventy bills each; Revenue
and Taxation Number 1 and Education Number 1 received
thirty-seven and thirty-two bills respectively. 2 Thus three of
the seventy-five committees received 32.2 per cent of the bills,
five committees 42.2 per cent, and fifteen committees 70.5 per
cent of the total. Approximately twenty-five committees, there-
fore, do all the work. The remaining fifty are committees in
name only, having very few, if any bills referred to them for
consideration.
The Rules Committee is without question the most im-
portant committee of the House. It is, in fact, the only com-
mittee operative during the last fifteen days of the session.3 It
might appear that members of this committee would use the
opportunity to have their own bills reported favorably and pre-
sented for passage. There is no evidence, however, that this
practice is followed. The Rules Committee received seventy
bills, including twenty-two introduced by its own members. Of
the thirty-seven bills not reported by the Rules Committee nine
had been introduced by its own members.
Although the twenty-six members4 of the Rules Committee
introduced nearly half of the House bills finally enacted into
law, only four of such bills were considered by that committee.
The remainder were introduced before the date on which the
Rules Committee assumed absolute control. Thus while mem-
bers of the Rules Committee had far more than the average
number of bills enacted into law, they did not use directly their
2 of the 270 primary road bills, 236 were referred to one commit-
tee, Roads and Highways Number 2. Since these non-important bills
are always reported favorably, the assignment of this large number to
one committee has no particular significance.
3 See Ru~es of the House of Representatves of Kentucky, Rule 62.
4The Rules Committee was composed of twenty-three Democrats
and three Republicans.
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membership on this important committee for the passage of their
own measures.
That there are a great many committees with little or noth-
ing to do is not the most serious charge which may be brought
against the system. Of greater importance is the fact that many
of them cover substantially the same subjects. There were in
the 1932 House, for instance, separate committees on Circuit
Courts, Codes of Practice, Constitutional Aniendments, County
and City Courts, Court of Appeals, Criminal Law, Judiciary, and
Redistricting Judicial, all of which probably belong in a single
category.
There were individual committees also on Cities of the First
Class, Cities of the Second Class, Cities of the Third Class,
Cities of the Fourth Class, Cities of the Fifth and Sixth Class
Classification of Cities and Towns, and Municipalities. These
seven committees, with the exception of the last named, might
well be eliminated. A single committee on Municipalities could
have handled the work of all seven during the 1932 session and
then received but forty-six bills, scarcely more than half the
number referred to Kentucky Statutes Number 2.
It will be noted, too, that there are such groups of commit-
tees as Agriculture Number 1, 2, and 3, Education Number 1
and 2, etc. Agriculture Number I received nine bills; Agricul-
ture Number 2 received one bill; and Agriculture Number 3
received none at all. Appropriations Number 1 received six
bills, while Appropriations Number 2 was not given any.
Thirty-two bills were assigned to Education Number 1 and only
two were allotted to Education Number 2.
With this needlessly large number of committees covering
essentially the same subjects the Speaker has an opportunity to
refer a bill to any one of several committees. By choosing the
proper committee he may be able to determine at the same time
the sort of treatment which the bill will receive.
Of the national legislative body it has been said that the
multiplicity of committees is due partly "to the increased vol-
ume of legislative business, partly on account of the desire to
have many committee chairmanships (carrying some distinction,
and frequently more tangible perquisites) to distribute, and
partly by reason of the natural tendency, once a given commit-
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tee was established, to continue it regardless of its usefulness.' '5
The same statement may be made concerning the Legislature of
Kentucky. Three-fourths of the membership of the House of
Representatives are provided with the chairmanship of some
committee. Although the listing of a dozen committees on the
letterheads of the individual representative to give his corre-
spondence an air of importance may do no great harm, it is the
attendant circumstances to which objection must be made. The
existence of numerous unimportant or duplicate committees
gives the Speaker the same freedom and irresponsibility of
action in making appointments as can be exercised in referring
bills to committees. While the Speaker may not abuse this au-
thority, the discretion enjoyed in these respects can in no wise
be justified.
A most novel procedure of making committee appointments
was employed by the Speaker of the 1932 House of Representa-
tives.6 Each member was asked to list the committees to which
he should like to be assigned. With this preferential list as a
guide, the Speaker proceeded to make his appointments, not, as
one might expect, according to preferences stated, but exactly
the reverse of preferences. That is, a representative would ma-
trially increase his chances of membership on the Revenue and
Taxation or Rules committees by listing Public Ditches as his
preference.
This method of selection is based upon the assumption that
every member comes with a definitely outlined and undesirable
legislative program of which membership on certain committees
will enable him to secure enactment, or that these committee
memberships will enable him to prevent the passage of certain
desirable measures to which he is opposed. To such an assump-
tion little validity can be assigned. In some instances, no doubt,
the desire to serve on particular committees may be prompted
by questionable motives or by personal prejudices. This is ad-
mittedly bad; yet the ignorance of, and the disinterestedness in,
the committee work which must result from the system used in
the 1932 Session are infinitely worse. Even though the ideal of
e Ogg and Ray, Introduction to American Government, (Fourth
Edition) p. 440.
O.The procedure used was outlined by Speaker John Y. Brown in
address before the spring meeting of the Kentucky Academy of Social
Science, 1932.
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impartiality in committee proceedings be thus attained, the sac-
rifice of rational appointments is far too costly. The above prac-
tice, a substitution of chance for reason to say the least, there-
fore, cannot be condemned too severely.
K. L.-10
